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...Power of Changing and of Summoning can shake the balance of
the world. It is dangerous, that power. It is most perilous. It must
follow knowledge, and serve need. To light a candle is to cast a
shadow...
He looked down at the pebble again. "a rock is a good
thing, too, you know..."
—Ursula K. Le Guin, A Wizard of Earthsea

Δ (diagnosis, change)
Art, to me, has everything to do with change. Its greatest capacity lies in the potential to change
perspective. In this way, it is a surrogate for empathy between humans. Empathy happens when a
person places themselves in someone, or something, else’s perspective. Art encourages its viewer
to transform in the moment, as one places their self within an artwork’s ontology in attempt to
understand it. In this regard, art is, perhaps, a safe place to put into practice empathy and ideas
like projection (both in terms psychoanalysis or mindfulness).

The uppercase letter Δ can be used to denote change, the area of a triangle, uncertainty in a
physical variable, the addition of heat [in a reaction], gene deletion, the symmetric difference of
two sets, and determinacy. Delta is the initial letter of the Greek word διαφορά diaphorá,
"difference"1. Delta Air Lines is the best airline2 in America and “The World's Most Trusted
Airline.” These commercial assumptions are ridiculous, but, perhaps like the velvety-red, polycotton blend blankets handed out on their international flights, I am drawn to them because of
their pretension, or capacity for pretending. While perusing the journal my father kept at the end

1
2

Perhaps, as a Deleuzian possibility for newness
https://www.forbes.com/sites/grantmartin/2019/04/08/americas-highest-quality-airlines-2019/#433061726203
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of his life, I noticed he commonly used the delta (∆) as shorthand. For example, “Pam felt it
worth documenting but made no attempt to Δ it.” He died on February 21, 1991. I miss him.

Hence, the triangle becomes integral in my work. As a symbol, it can point to trichotomies like
the thing, language, and knower; sign, object, interpretant3; the maiden, mother, and crone; or,
most relevant to my work, the trichotomy between the mother, father, and child.4 I wonder how
one might move between identities—from the progenitor/caretaker (mother) to the
authoritarian/oikonomos (father) to the player/presenter (child). If placed flat on a plane, the Δ
delineates natural formations that occur from rhizomatic networking, representing nonhierarchical kinships5 across a field. This simple adjustment presents a way for me to rethink
hierarchical or oppressive power that the triangle otherwise might present and acts as a key to
start working out other problematic or traumatic realties to which I am subject.

For my thesis I am presenting the work, Not Much Δ [Figure 1]. It is commemorative—in
memory of my father J. Phillip Mohundro. The pieces in this body of work are mainly comprised
of vacuums, “paintings” that are made out of airline blankets, and cast forms made from
combining cough syrup and ballistics gelatin, which use to I attempt to revive unknowable forces
in my life. Vacuums try to reveal what is behind the surface of the airline blankets by sucking in
the air. However, they do not show it to you immediately, or clearly, what it is that they might
reveal. The paintings are repeated and choreographed to inhale and exhale, in spurts and gasps,
trying to find a syncopated breath. Their failure to do so prevents a clear idea of what the images

3

Semiotic theory of Charles Sanders Peirce
Or in Lacan, the mother, child, and phallus.
5
Haraway, Le Guin, and Molesworth all have detailed examples of how this plays out in vernacular, storytelling, and exhibition
design.
4
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are. I cannot offer something clear or concise like language might. It is a feeling of grief. Like
loss and grieving, it is chaotic and imprecise—seemingly disparate at times. The work never
amounts to what it is actually supposed to do. The cough syrup never actually heals us, the
airline blankets never actually warms us. The work and my relationship to my father can be
looked at as metaphors for grieving: painting’s relation to capital, arts failure to answer all of my
questions, and my ambivalence towards heteronormativity, normalization and the way I perform
masculinity.

In trying to answer questions about conflicted traumatic repetition like, “How do horrific
experiences cause people to be hopelessly stuck in the past,”6 I’m curious to know the limits of
things my work depends on: the limits of a material, of my body, of your patience. The challenge
is that this creates a conflict between irony and sincerity. However, I am pathetically idealistic
and aspire to make work that allows for an emotional read.

I am influenced by Rothko and the capacity for transcendence that painting and art can hold. I’ve
never cried in front of a Rothko. But I want to. I deeply desire that sort of transcendence. I’m
not sure when I’ve experienced it but I know I have...maybe it is every time I go into a museum,
when everything looks the same then suddenly one thing that looks sort of similar stands out. I
think that was the transcendence Rothko was describing in his paintings. I describe
transcendence and “Art” happening in art this way: 1) It has to be believable [as art]. 2) It has to
be unbelievable as anything else, 3) including everything you have seen or know up until that
point. I want to make art that can do that too.
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The Body Keeps the Score, Bessel A. van de Kolk, M.D.
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ΔΔ (different diagnosis)

So was it when my life began;
So is it now I am a man;
So be it when I shall grow old,
Or let me die!
The Child is father of the Man;
And I could wish my days to be
Bound each to each by natural piety.
—“My Heart Leaps Up” by William Wordsworth

My story goes like this: Boy loses father7. Mother raises son. Mother mythologizes father as, the
artist. Boy studies art, moves to New York, makes art…

Leading up to my first semester of school, I had the most difficult year of my life...until the
following 3 years. That year, however, I had been introduced to the notion of projecting into the
future8, as a way to “fake it till you make it” (it being happiness or anything besides depression)
and I also got really good at meditation as a way to deal with recent trauma and daily stress.
While meditating, I discovered what I now know is called the “blue pearl.” While meditating, I
noticing the pearl was surrounded by a red aura, and I would feel as if my father was there with
me. I would say hello to it, pretending it was him. I felt a love and warmth return amidst all of
the chaos, anxiety, and depression I had been feeling.

7

The police reported the death as a suicide, but no formal investigation would be done because my paternal grandmother did not
want to pursue an investigation. My mother noted that she was convinced the death, caused by a gunshot wound (GSW), was an
accident because “my father would not kill himself because he loved me and my brother very much.”
8
A conscious act as opposed to the psychoanalytic projection
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At the very end of my first semester of school, I suffered a psychotic. I threw a cast-cement
painting through my living room window. I crawled out of the hole. I fell two stories. I shattered
both my heels and ended up on the operating room table, having 20 screws and 2 plates put in
my feet. I spent a month in the psych ward at New York-Presbyterian. I had to take a semester
off from school (In my mind, “the one thing I had going for me”) and had to live with my mom,
stepdad, sister, nephew, and his father for five months in the house I was raised in.

Days before the breakdown, while meditating in the shower, I said hello to the pearl and it called
back. I was terrified. Perhaps, terrified into a trance or the psychotic state that eventually led to
the life-altering injury. According to the Times of India, the Blue Pearl is the vehicle through
which the soul leaves the body after death and travels to different astral zones, depending upon
one’s stage of spiritual evolution.9 I’m still not sure what happened to me, but I feel it with every
step now.

9

The Blue Pearl is the ultimate goal of spiritual sadhana. In the initial stages of meditation, the seeker perceives the red aura that
represents the gross, physical body through which the waking state of consciousness is experienced with the aid of five senses of
perception. The body is the vehicle by which one experiences pleasure and pain; in fact it is through the body that sins are
committed or good deeds are performed. The individual soul in the physical body is seated in the eyes and is known as vishva,
which is represented by ‘A’ -- the first letter of AUM, the primordial sound.
As the seeker makes further progress in meditation, he begins to perceive the white flame that represents the subtle or astral body
of the size of the thumb. The dream state of consciousness is experienced through the astral body that is represented by ‘U’—the
second letter of AUM. The individual soul in the body is called taijasa and is seated in the throat.
The next stage in meditation is marked by the appearance of black light that represents the causal body through which the deep
sleep state is experienced. This is a testing time for the seeker because a deep, terrifying and unending darkness is experienced in
this state, forcing seekers to abandon their meditation.
The individual soul is called prajna which is seated in the heart and is the size of a fingertip. It is represented by the symbol ‘M’,
the third letter of AUM.
The seeker who remains absolutely fearless in meditation and has surrendered himself unconditionally to Mother Kundalini
receives Her choicest blessings. Having purified the seeker at the physical, subtle and causal levels, Shakti begins to operate at
the supra-causal level within the sahasrara in the crown of the head where the seeker, to his utter amazement, perceives the
infinitely beautiful and sparkling Blue Pearl, the size of a sesame seed. Sant Tukaram says: “The lord of the universe erects a
house the size of a sesame seed and lives within it.”
Despite it being tiny, the Blue Pearl is the seed that contains the entire universe. It represents the supra-causal body through
which the supra-causal state of consciousness is experienced. It moves like lightening and the seeker can see it emerging from the
eyes with rapid speed. Blue Pearl is the vehicle through which the soul leaves the body after death and travels to different astral
zones, depending upon one’s stage of spiritual evolution.
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Not Much Δ

I miss Rothko, I miss dad.

At the core of the sentiment, perhaps, is a nostalgia for childhood mythologies. My mom made a
mythology around my dad, as an artist, intellectual, and eccentric. Having almost no history or
experience with my dad, most of my understanding of him comes from how she described him
and his family. She never gives herself enough credit for being artistic or creative. Le Guin,
however, provides a counternarrative that has given me a better understanding of how my mother
was as much of an artist as my father, providing insight into the importance of counter-heroic
stories. “It is a strange realism, but it is a strange reality.”10 These are necessary stories of being,
of carrying and carrying on, of passing down and across vernacular traditions. These alternative
mythologies give us a reason to live and a way to live.11

Certainly, art-heroes like Rothko play a role in the deep red palate that I echo in my new work.
However, I have a better sense of how transcendence happens (in the everyday) because of artists
making work about motherhood like Mary Kelly12 [Illustration 1] and Mierle Laderman
Ukeles.13 [Illustration 2-4] This moves me further to coalesce art, people, events, and spaces with
the influence of action-makers and activists like Lucy Lippard, Nan Goldin, and even my mom
[Illustration 5]. Like the myth that drives the asynchronistic vacuums, in Not Much Δ, I’ve

10

The Carrier Bag Theory of Fiction, Ursula K. Le Guin
What Women Know, Ursula K. Le Guin
12
See: Mary Kelly, Post-Partum Document (1973-1979)
13
Mierle Laderman Ukeles, “Manifesto for Maintenance Art 1969!, Proposal for an exhibition ‘Care'” (1969) or “Dress to Go
Out/Undressing to Go In” (1973)
11
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gathered a collection of marks, dates and votives that reveal themselves as hopelessly engineered
narratives.

My thesis work, Not Much Δ, started from a dream I had of breathing canvases attached to
canister vacuums. At the time, I knew the dream had to do with my father, but now I wonder if
maybe this dream isn’t mine but my mom’s.14 Like my mother, the work is oddly Catholic–both
in its secular definition and use of heavy symbolism (e.g. votive candles, the trinity, and cardinal
red). Perhaps, the piece is a hopeless demonstration of the lack she feared might exist in my
brother's and my life, following the death of our father. The thesis project acts as a life support,
keeping alive some sort of notion of my father, of painting, of a hope for men to be better. Like
the impossible task of turning lead into gold, or perhaps inserting a deeper, emotional
understanding into a pun, it is impossible to breathe life into something dead. But we can,
however, acknowledge the effort of trying, of making do. The stories, or practice, or vernacular
project a sort of abstract possibility which is the antidote to cynicism in otherwise hopeless
situations. It is the making and doing as a way to make do.

14

For Lacan, the child’s image is a receptacle for his/her parents’ dreams and wishes, with his/her body image being alwaysalready overwritten by signifiers flowing from the libidinal economies of other speaking beings. Hence, recognizing the ego as
“me,” as embodying and representing an authentic, private, unique selfhood that is most genuinely my own, is tantamount to
misrecognizing that, at root, the ego ultimately is an alienating foreign introject through which I am seduced and subjected by
others’ conscious and unconscious wants and machinations.

7

Bibliography
Lacan, Jacques, 1901-1981. The Seminar of Jacques Lacan. New York :Norton, 1988-2015.
Haraway, Donna J. Staying with the Trouble : Making Kin in the Chthulucene. Durham: Duke
University Press, 2016.
Le Guin, Ursula K. a Wizard of Earthsea. Berkeley: Parnassus Press, 1968.
Le Guin, Ursula K. Words Are My Matter: Writings About Life and Books, 2000–2016.
Easthampton: Small Beer Press, 2016.
Molesworth, Helen, “How To Install Art as a Feminist,” in Modern Women: Women Artists at
the Museum of Modern Art, eds. Cornelia Butler and Alexandra Schwartz, Museum of
Modern Art, New York, 2010, pp. 498-513, p. 499. Exhibition catalogue.
Taneja, Anup. “The Scintillating Blue Pearl - Times of India.” The Times of India, The Times of
India, 22 Jan. 2012, https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/The-scintillating-bluepearl/articleshow/10301372.cms.
Van der Kolk, Bessel A. The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind, and Body in the Healing of
Trauma. New York: Viking, 2014.
Wordsworth, William. “My Heart Leaps Up,” Poems, In Two Volumes. London: Longman,
Hurst, Rees, and Orme, 1807.

8

Illustrations

Illustration 1. Mary Kelly, Detail from Post-Partum Document, Perpsex units, white card, diaper
linings, plastic sheeting, paper, ink 31 units, 28 x 35.5 cm each (1973)

Illustration 2. Mierle Laderman Ukeles, “Manifesto for Maintenance Art 1969!, Proposal for an
exhibition ‘Care'”, page 1 (1969)
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Illustration 3. Mierle Laderman Ukeles, “Manifesto for Maintenance Art 1969!, Proposal for an
exhibition ‘Care'”, page 2 (1969)

Illustration 4. Mierle Laderman Ukeles, “Dress to Go Out/Undressing to Go In” (1973)
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Illustration 5. my mom, Pamela Marie [Felts] Maule, with Bernie Sanders

11

Image List
Figure 1. Not Much Δ, 2019, Acrylic on Delta Air Lines Blankets, Canister Vacuums, and
Ballistics Gelatin with Cough Syrup
Figure 2. Art Line to OR, 2019, Rabbit Skin Glue on Delta Air Lines Blanket, Ballistics Gelatin
with Cough Syrup, Porcelain and Glass
Figure 3. soft painting [with Jangsoojeong], 2019. Cast Cough Syrup, 70º Custom Wall
Figure 4. Sweet, Crying Man [with Kristina Schmidt], 2019. Cast Sugar Glass, Alabaster
Figure 5. codes (C-07-15) [with Andrew McNay], 2015/ 2019. Gypsum cement and pigment,
Plaster-Weld, Plaster, Plywood Shelf

12

Image of each piece in the exhibition

Figure 1. Not Much Δ, 2019, Acrylic on Delta Air Lines Blankets, Canister Vacuums, and Ballistics Gelatin with Cough Syrup
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Figure 2. Art Line to OR, 2019, Rabbit Skin Glue and Delta Air Lines Blanket, Ballistics Gelatin with Cough Syrup, Glass,
Porcelain, Plaster, and Found Objects
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Figure 3. soft painting [with Jangsoojeong], 2019. Cast Cough Syrup, 70º Custom Wall
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Figure 4. Sweet, Crying Man [with Kristina Schmidt], 2019. Cast Sugar Glass, Alabaster
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Figure 5. codes (C-07-15) [with Andrew McNay], 2015/ 2019. Gypsum cement and pigment, Plaster-Weld, Plaster, Plywood
Shelf
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Installation Images

Installation 1. Not Much Δ, [Detail with Vacuums On], 2019, Acrylic on Delta Air Lines Blankets, Canister Vacuums, and
Ballistics Gelatin with Cough Syrup
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Installation 2. Not Much Δ, [Detail with Vacuums On], 2019, Acrylic on Delta Air Lines Blankets, Canister Vacuums, and
Ballistics Gelatin with Cough Syrup

19

Installation 3. Not Much Δ, [Detail with Vacuums Off], 2019, Acrylic on Delta Air Lines Blankets, Canister Vacuums, and
Ballistics Gelatin with Cough Syrup
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Installation 4. Not Much Δ, [Detail with Vacuums On], 2019, Acrylic on Delta Air Lines Blankets, Canister Vacuums, and
Ballistics Gelatin with Cough Syrup
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Installation 5. codes (C-07-15) [on the evening following the exhibition, having mysteriously fallen off of the shelf]
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